Health Care Reform: In the Long Run we are all Dead

The costs of the current health care reform bill are starting to trickle in.  The full costs won’t be known for decades.  Immediate costs can be seen in the likes of AT&T taking a $1 billion hit to their expenses due to changing Medicare rules.  Overall, companies big and small will be paying more for health care both now and later.  The economy will pay later with higher debt burdens, fewer incentives to work, and a health insurance industry that will only be left insuring the uber-sick.
Covering more people is inherently more expensive.  Covering more people on Medicaid is the most expensive way to go about it.  Federal and state taxpayers will be picking up that bill for generations to come.  Placing millions of more people in a Medicaid system that has no co-pays or deductibles will dramatically increase health care utilization.  It’s econ 101 to say that when people pay nothing for something, they will overuse it.  Increased utilization drives health care prices in exactly one direction: up.

What is about as disturbing economically as the health bill itself is some of the opposition to it.  Mark Kirk (R), a US Senate candidate from Illinois, was quoted today in The Chicago Sun Times as saying, “I think that the taxes should not be imposed on the American people.  The Medicare cuts should not be imposed on the American people.” 
At the same time, the article continues, “Kirk said there was bipartisan support for some aspects of the health care overhaul, including coverage for people with pre-existing conditions and letting young adults remain on a parent’s insurance policy until they’re 26.”

So the gist of his opposition is, free stuff is cool, paying for it sucks.  If you vote for me, I’ll give you cool stuff and not make you pay for it.  After all, that’s exactly what the Republicans did when they added the prescription drug benefit to Medicare.  They borrowed money from future generations to buy drugs for seniors today.
At the end of the day, stuff, no matter how “cool” it is, isn’t free.  It isn’t a matter of which political party says it is free or that it should be free.  Costs are real and they are born out in both the short run and the long run.  The only thing left is to hope that Keynes was right when he said that in the long run we are all dead, that way we get to avoid the long term costs.  Of course maybe Keynes thought that we were all dead in the long run because he assumed we would all get our health care from the government.
